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      Detroit, Michigan, 1986

      Thick, dark clouds hung overhead, threatening rain. Four friends rode their bikes up and down the sidewalk, filling the street with boisterous laughter, and enjoying the last minutes before a summer storm moved in. 

      “Put your legs in the air! It feels like flying,” Sylvia said, removing her feet from the pedals of her dirt bike and cheering as she careened forward.

      “You’ve gotta go fast if you truly want to fly,” Simon said, standing up on his bike pedals, pushing hard until he pulled away from the others. When the bike hit top speed, he sat down and stuck his red Reeboks into the air.

      Humid air engulfed their bodies, making every movement feel as if it were in slow motion. The friends competed to be the first to reach the edge of the dead-end street. It was a typical afternoon filled with youthful innocence. There was no reason to think that within a few days, their lives would never be the same. 

      The summer had been long and hot, but with the first day of school waiting eagerly in the wings, the foursome knew they had to squeeze every bit of goodness out of each twenty-four-hour span. Sylvia, Simon, and Charles were headed to fifth grade in the fall while Derek would go into seventh grade. It was not lost on the children that age, and time would soon bring the days of aimless bike riding to an end. Derek would turn thirteen in the fall, making him a teenager and creating a wall between him and his three preteen friends. This might be the last summer of fun, and they intended to take full advantage of the time left before school started.

      “Our turn!” Charles yelled at Derek.

      The two boys followed suit, sticking their legs in the air and squealing with delight as their bikes weaved and wobbled down the street. They made it to the edge of the twisted corrugated steel barrier, stopping their bikes and high-fiving. Sylvia glanced up at the clouds. A disappointed look came over her face.

      “You felt it too?” Derek asked, staring into Sylvia’s eyes.

      She looked at the ground, breaking eye contact with Derek. Uncomfortable nerves took over as she reminded herself that he probably wasn’t talking about the rising joy she felt each time she locked gazes with him.

      “Yeah. It’s about to rain. We better head home.”

      “It’s a few drops. I’m not going anywhere,” Simon said, speeding off on his bike. He took a sharp turn and headed into the alley.

      “Simon! No!” Sylvia yelled. The familiar frustration with her brother rising up the back of her neck. Derek caught hold of her handlebars before she could take off.

      “Settle down, big sis. He’s just going to ride through the alley. Besides, it’s starting to rain. He’ll be at your house in a few minutes.”

      “Our parents told us not to ride through the alley.”

      “I know, but it’s not a huge deal. Relax,” Derek said, gently touching Sylvia’s shoulder.

      “I’m sick of him not listening. He’s only five minutes younger than me,” Sylvia said, turning her bike in the opposite direction.

      “But this isn’t a big deal. He’s in the alley during the day. Most people are at work. He’s safe. Come on. Let’s go hang out on my porch. We can play jacks or something,” Derek said.

      “I’ve got to find Simon.”

      “Syl, you don’t. You are not his keeper,” Derek said.

      “Oh yeah? Then who is?”

      A low rumble of thunder filled the street, vibrating against the ground.

      “Let’s have fun. Simon’s going to do what he wants, but you don’t have to follow him. Can’t we just hang out and have fun?” Charles asked, looking up at Derek for confirmation.

      “Yeah, but Syl is right. We’ve got to get Simon first. After that, we’ll head to my place. My grandma just left, and my mom won’t be home for about an hour,” Derek said, preparing to take off on his bike.

      “No. He’s my stupid brother. I’ll get him,” Sylvia said, gently grabbing Derek’s arm.

      “Okay. Come by when you’re done,” Derek said. “C’mon Charles. We’re heading back.”

      “Wait a minute. Nobody’s at your place?” Charles asked. A tinge of excitement in his voice. The prospect of hanging out on the porch of the older, free-to-stay-at-home-alone friend was exhilarating.

      “That’s right. I’ll be thirteen this year and I’ve got the place to myself. Time to grow up,” Derek said, puffing out his preteen chest.

      “That’s amazing!” Charles said. A big smile creeping across his face.

      “Syl,” Derek said. “Stop by when you’re finished. Try not to bring your brother.”

      The two boys burst into laughter.

      Sylvia’s brow creased. Derek patted her on the arm.

      “I’m joking. You guys come over when you’re done doing the weird twin thing. We’ll play jacks,” Derek said. Winking to lighten Sylvia’s mood.

      Hard, warm pellets of rain fell. First in staggered succession, but within seconds, they were getting soaked. The trio, thrilled by the summer shower, laughed as the rain picked up. The three took off on their bikes. Sylvia rushed to the alley, riding hard and fast as the rain beat on her back. She turned onto the rocks at the entrance of the alley, adjusting her speed and watching for cars. The crossroads, as the kids called it, was a point where the three paths of the alley met in the shape of a T. One leg of the alley ended and joined with the two other legs. The left-hand side ran behind the houses on Lexington Circle, while the other leg headed down an unpaved path behind the houses on Rosetta Street. Sylvia stopped at that point. She could see down all sides of the alley. Two sides were lined with rocks, but the other half of the alley was slightly overgrown, with tire tracks running through the grass. Sylvia spotted her brother’s bike down the alley, leaning against an open gate amid tall grass.

      “Simon! Come on! It’s storming! What are you doing down there?” Sylvia called, inching her bike into the knee-length grass. Nervous and remembering that her parents had told her to never go down that end of the alley, Sylvia yelled again.

      “Simon! Come on! It’s raining!”

      The rain had created a steady cadence against the ground and a soft mist clouded Sylvia’s vision. 

      Simon exited the gate, wearing a yellow rain slicker Sylvia didn’t recognize. Her brother turned around and faced the yard. Simon wasn’t alone. He reached out his hand and received… something from the person he was talking with. A nod and another few seconds passed before Simon hopped on his bike and headed toward Sylvia. A figure moved into the alley, watching Simon ride off. Sylvia was angry and soaked. Rain blurred her sight, making it impossible to make out the figure in the alley. She squinted her eyes but became frustrated as the rain pellets started to feel like small darts. Sylvia’s clothes were sticking to her body and a strong wind gust caused her heart to quicken. She scolded her brother one last time and caught a passing glimpse of the figure in the alley.

      The image quickly moved back inside of the gate. Sylvia never got a good look—too consumed with anger at Simon. Who was that person in the shadows? What did the person give him? Is that why Simon often cut through the alley before joining them at the end of Rosetta Street? Whose yard was Simon in that day?

      Sylvia woke up. Her body covered in sweat and her head pounding. It was the fifth time she’d had a dream about Simon in the past month, but this time was different. The figure in the alley was clearer. Her heart raced as she fought to get out from underneath the covers.

      “That’s it! That’s it!” she yelled. Her voice echoed through the empty house.

      Sylvia rushed downstairs, slipping on the rug in the living room, and scrambled for a notepad and pen. She closed her eyes and wrote all the details of the dream she could remember. It was an actual scene from her childhood. One that took place a few weeks before her twin brother went missing. Was there something in it that wasn’t real? Could she be imagining some details? Sylvia wasn’t sure, but she worked feverishly to recall the scene as accurately as possible. All these years she’d been focused on the day Simon went missing. But now, she realized that the days and weeks leading up to his disappearance held the answers.
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      I woke up to the soft cadence of raindrops dripping off the eaves outside my living room window. The midsummer downpour had begun the previous evening, lulling me to sleep just after eight. I couldn’t remember what time the dream about Simon had interrupted my slumber, but I’d fallen asleep on the couch after writing down everything I could remember. My heart raced as I recalled the dream.

      “Not today. You can’t let it get to you today,” I whispered, and took a few deep breaths. Then I spent the next ten minutes staring at the ceiling and listening to the rain. I’d waited a long time for this day and I needed to be there, both mentally and physically. 

      I headed to the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. A quick glance at the clock on the microwave told me I needed to be ready in twenty minutes. My stomach turned with anxiety. This was what I wanted, wasn’t it? Derek needed justice, and this was the only way to get it.

      “Why does it have to be today?” I muttered, folding my arms and shaking my head.

      I headed to the shower. Giving myself a pep talk and using cold water in a quest to invigorate my mind. Afterwards I slipped into a black pants suit, pulled my hair into a bun, and applied more make-up than I’d worn in years. The bitter scent of coffee filled the hallway, causing me to feel the first surge of energy of the day. In the kitchen, I poured a cup, deeply inhaled the steamy fumes, and took one long sip before the doorbell rang.

      “It’s go-time,” I said aloud before taking a longer drink. A second ring caused me to sit the cup down and head to the door.

      “Are you ready?” Martin asked, his eyes wide and his hands nervously shoved into his pockets. I forced a smile, hoping to break some of the tension.

      “Come on in and have a cup. We’ll leave in five minutes.”

      “It’s raining pretty hard. We don’t want to be late, Sylvia.”

      I grabbed hold of his arm and pulled him into the house. “Take it easy. We’ll hit the freeway and be there in no time.”

      Martin was dressed in a black suit, cream shirt, and pale yellow tie. He’d recently shaved his head. In the past year, Martin had started to look his age. Where did that sweet baby face go? My brother-in-law was growing up, I thought, while pouring his coffee and handing him the cup.

      “Are you ready for this trial?” Martin asked. His mind was clearly focused on the task at hand.

      “Do I have a choice?” I asked. Irritated that he wasn’t letting me avoid the fact that we were headed to face one of Derek’s killers.

      “I guess we don’t have a choice, but if you don’t want to be in there, I can tell you everything.”

      The irritation subsided. It was impressive that Martin was trying to protect me. 

      “No way. We’ve come this far together. I want to be sitting right next to you when each one of these cowards is found guilty of murdering Derek,” I said.

      Martin nodded. The three men, Williamson, Brisbee, and Foster, had all been out on bail since the warrants were drawn up. It seemed like too much time had passed since Derek’s death and the discovery of the information that had led to their arrest. It would be painful to look into the eyes of my old coworkers, knowing that they had been aware of everything that happened to Derek. Men who had comforted me during the funeral and told me that my husband had taken his own life were now being prosecuted for his death.

      “We better get going,” I said, downing my coffee and heading for the door. We locked up the house, climbed into my Ford Taurus, and headed for the interstate.

       The rain stopped midway through the trip, and by the time we pulled into the courthouse parking lot, a wave of humid air had replaced the drizzle.

      “See. We’ve made it in plenty of time,” I said, parking on the far side of the lot and rolling down the windows.

      “Ten minutes,” Martin said. Checking his phone. “When is Charles going to be here?” Martin asked.

      “We’ll give him a few minutes.”

      I spotted Charles emerging from a parking lot down the street from the courthouse. Dressed in black, his biceps looked like they might rip the suit jacket off if he bent his arm. I rolled up the windows and got out of the car. Martin opened the door, but remained seated.

      “Hey. Thanks for waiting,” Charles said, his eyes downcast.

      I gave him a big hug and said, “We should head in.” Charles and I moved away from the car and towards the building, but Martin remained seated. We stopped walking and waited in silence.

      “Syl?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What if they get off?”

      “Martin, we’re not even thinking like that. There’s no way they’re getting off. Derek’s killers are finally going to pay, and we’re going to be there to see it.”

      I walked back to the car and reached out my hand. Martin grabbed it. I gave his palm a quick squeeze and pulled him out of the car.

      “There’s an end in sight,” Charles said. “Never thought we’d see it. Lock up and let’s go.”

      We went through security and took the elevator to the third floor. I wore large, dark sunglasses and the unassuming pant suit I usually put on when I was interviewing witnesses and potential suspects. I hoped that no reporters would recognize me, but it turned out that there weren’t any cameras or microphone wielding journalists waiting in front of the courtroom.

      “I thought with all the news coverage there would be reporters,” I said, slipping the sunglasses off my face, folding them, and placing them into my purse.

      “So did I. This is weird,” Charles said.

      We headed to the courtroom. Starla, Derek and Martin’s mother, was arguing with her ex-husband, Derek’s father, Sam, outside the courtroom. They had divorced two decades ago, but they still found reasons to bicker.

      “Mom, what are you doing? We’re here to get justice for Derek. Not take up old grudges,” Martin said.

      “I know why we’re here, sweetie. I just… You know what, you’re right,” Starla said, dabbing a tissue at her eyelashes which looked close to two inches long.

      “Are you going to sit with us?” Martin asked.

      “Well, I don’t know if I’m welcome,” Starla responded, flipping her hair over her left shoulder.

      I considered responding to what was clearly a reference to how much I disliked her, but Martin was having a hard enough time. The responsible and compassionate thing to do was to have all of us — Starla included — sitting together during the trial. We’d all loved Derek and hopefully, he’d be looking down on us with approval.

      “Let’s be supportive of one another. I think we all should sit together,” I said, locking eyes with Charles, who gave me a slight nod.

      “Thanks for the invitation,” Starla said, her voice laced with sarcasm. I opened my mouth to get in a jab about her inappropriate Forever 21 outfit—a crop top and skin tight Capri pants and stilettos, but Charles gently took hold of my arm and led me toward the courtroom.

      “She’s never worth it,” he muttered.

      “Agreed,” I said. Taking a deep breath.

      We stood by the locked doors, chatting with Sam about the old neighborhood and waiting for the trial to begin. The doors opened just before nine and we headed into the courtroom, which was filled with warm, stagnant air. The five of us, Martin, Charles, Derek’s parents, and I, sat on the back bench and waited patiently for the proceedings to start. We waited in silence. Nine o’clock came and went. When nothing happened by nine-thirty, we got restless.

      “What’s going on,” Martin whispered.

      “Why are they behind?” Starla asked.

      “No idea. Let me see what I can find out,” Charles said, getting up and heading for the hallway.

      He came back about ten minutes later with a concerned look on his face.

      “Charles, what is it?” I asked.

      “Brisbee’s… gone.”

      “What do you mean, gone?”

      “Dead. He had a car crash last night.”

      Starla gasped and covered her mouth with her hands.

      Martin and I looked at one another. Brisbee was the key witness in the case. If he was gone…

      “I knew it. This is what I told you would happen,” Martin moaned, dropping his head into his hands.

      “Martin, it’s not over. I’m sure there’s enough evidence to get the other two behind bars.”

      I glanced at Charles for confirmation. His eyes told me that was probably wishful thinking. Brisbee had been willing to talk because he knew he’d never last in prison. The other two—Williamson and Foster — had remained silent. Without the key witness, things looked grim.

      Sam shook his head and stormed off in anger.

      “Wait! This can’t be it,” I called after him.

      “C’mon, folks. Let’s get out of here,” Charles said.

      We got up and left the courtroom. Martin told Starla he was going to ride back to Ypsilanti with me. His mother was full on sobbing. I considered suggesting that Martin go with his mother, but his face told me that wasn’t a good idea. They weren’t close, so I doubted they’d be comforting to one another. Starla’s mascara and eyelashes were stuck together, and black streaks were running down her cheeks.

      “You know what? I’ll get her home. Her place isn’t far. Martin, will you bring her back to get her car later on?” Charles asked.

      “Yeah, of course. I just want to get to work now, but I’ll pick her up later tonight,” Martin said in a monotone voice. I put my arm around him and headed for the door. On the way out, my phone vibrated with a text message. I stopped and took a peek before leaving the building. It took a moment for the phone

    

  

